Although there is some evidence that web-building spiders are more likely to select habitats where conspecifics are present, the mechanisms underlying the attraction to conspecifics remain poorly understood. One hypothesis is that the presence of conspecifics is an indirect signal of good habitat quality. Alternatively, the presence of other webs could improve the structural suitability of the site for the construction of new webs, by increasing the number of anchorage points necessary for web support. We tested these hypotheses in the orb-weaving spider Nephilengys cruentata in a seminatural field situation. We released females inside individual enclosures and recorded where they settled. The enclosures were provided with either (1) small and flat cotton-like fragments of newly built webs from conspecifics or (2) artificial threads attached to their walls, providing additional structural support for the construction of the web. Spiders were significantly more likely to settle inside those cages containing silk from conspecifics than in vacant control enclosures, and the silk was not used for the construction of the web. The presence of artificial threads, in turn, did not increase their probability of settlement. Our results indicate that conspecific attraction in N. cruentata is not only a by-product of direct benefits that existing webs may provide, but can also follow from the use of silk as an indirect predictor of habitat quality.
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From the many decisions animals face during their lives, the choice of suitable foraging patches is certainly critical in determining their energy intake and, by extension, important fitness correlates such as growth rate, probability of survival and even offspring size and number (e.g. Vollrath 1987). As a consequence, choices are expected to depend strongly on a proper assessment of habitat quality whenever the distribution of resources in the environment is heterogeneous, especially if sampling is either costly or somehow constrained.
For web-building spiders the ability to assess correctly the quality of a site before deciding where to settle is particularly valuable. In addition to the restricted dispersal ability typical of a sit-and-wait forager, relocation through the habitat can be both costly and risky (Vollrath 1985; see also Zschokke & Vollrath 2000) . Settlement itself is also costly owing to the need to build a web before exploiting the site, an activity that can take considerable time.
Direct information on web site quality, however, is difficult to acquire prior to constructing a web, leading one to expect the ability to use indirect cues of habitat quality to be particularly developed in this group. One such suggested cue is the presence of conspecifics, which would increase the probability of settlement by newcomers by indicating the good quality of the site (Stamps 1994 and references therein). Even though many models are based on the idea that, everything else being equal, animals should avoid the presence of competing individuals (e.g. Sutherland 1996) , it has been long recognized that the presence of conspecifics and webs can increase the probability of settlement in some web-building species (Enders 1977; Leborgne & Pasquet 1986 , 1987 Hodge & Storfer-Isser 1997) .
The mechanisms underlying conspecific attraction in spiders, nevertheless, remain poorly understood. Although the presence of conspecifics may provide an indirect way for newcomers to assess habitat quality, previous studies do not enable us to reject alternative explanations for the phenomenon. For example, as pointed out by Hodge & Storfer-Isser (1997 , see also Gillespie 1987 , settlement by newly arriving individuals near established conspecifics may be favoured because conspecifics may improve the structural suitability of the habitat for the construction of the web. When aggregated, many individuals may attach the support threads of their webs to those of conspecific webs. Therefore, by increasing the number of anchorage points appropriate
